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Israhel van Meckenem 
and his wife, Ida 



I. van Mecktnem 



Israhel van Meckenem's Portrait of 
Himself and His Wife, Ida 

THE two most illuminating and authentic records 
preserved to us of the life of the prohfic fifteenth 
century German engraver, Israhel van Meckenem, 
are the Portrait of the Artist and his Wife, Ida 
(G. 1), recently acquired by the Museum, and 
the drawing in the British Museum represent- 
ing his tombstone, which gives the date of his 
death*. The engraving is of unusual importance, 
since it is the earliest engraved representation of a 
Master in the graphic arts, and the only engraved 
portrait of the fifteenth century, with the possible 
exception of one by the Master B R, identified 
by Lehrst as Frederick III. It is also one of the 
relatively few plates of Israhel's own composition. 
There is a degree of self-esteem and assertion 
expressed in this picture that one would hardly 
expect to find in a Master of his standing as an 
original creative artist. A study of Van Meckenem's 
very large output clearly shows, however, that 
whether from motives of pride or business acumen, 
he held a high opinion of his own ability and 
importance. Even the first crude essays of his 
youth bear his house-mark, frequently set off in 
little shields. When he begins his apprenticeship, 
perhaps about I 45 7, in the workshop of his father, 
the Master of the Berlin Passion, continuing some 
years later in the shop of the Master E. S., he may 
not sign his plates, but he furnishes them with 
legends to indicate the place of their origin. For 
example, according to an inscription on an orna- 

* The inscnption reads — " In the year of our Lord 1 503 in the even- 
ing of St. Martin died the worthy Master Israhel van Meckenem. May 
his soul rest in peace." 

t Lehrs. Geschichte und Kritischer Katalog des Deutschen Nie- 
derlaendischen und Franzoesischen Kupferstichs imXV. Jahrhundert. 
Vol. I, p. 42. 



mental plate copied after the Master E. S., he is 
living at Cleve on the Rhine in 1465. When he 
becomes an independent Master he signs with his 
monogram nearly every plate that issues from his 
shop, and most of them are either copied or 
retouched and are not his intellectual properly. 

Although Israhel was by no means a genius, 
his large-featured and good-natured face suggests a 
rather keen, business-like craftsman with indivi- 
duality. He was unquestionably industrious, else 
he could not have turned out the 575* engravings 
credited to him — many reworked six or seven 
times. In this portrait his goldsmith's taste and 
training seems to be reflected in the carefully 
executed brocade background with pomegranate 
pattern and the fur-trimmed edge of his wife's dress. 

Both heads are life-like to the point of frankness. 
One feels that Israhel meant to get on, and that he 
had an equally determined helpmeet in his spouse. 
From archival sources we learn that the artist's wife 
was involved in several lawsuits and fines, and in a 
document issued by the Bishop of Munster, she is 
charged with a grave misdemeanor against the 
Bishop's Master of Revenues in the Ahaus dis- 
trict. Her features and pose do not betray any 
shyness, and judging from her conscious, penetrating 
gaze one can well believe that she would not be 
over-awed by that highly-placed dignitary. One 
wonders if Israhel's half-lowered glance is a sly 
thrust, or merely a well-mannered deference. Leav- 
ing nothing to chance or the imagination, he has 
added an inscription in the lower margin that it 
is a ** Portrait of Israhel van Meckenem and his 
wife, Ida." 

The artist has not dated this piece. From 
external evidence, however, it may be placed about 

^Geisberg. Meister der Graphik. Vol. II, p. 122. 
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1 490, when he was in his forties. 7 he impression is 
fine, in excellent preservation, and is the second state. 
Although the Museum collection contains more 
than seventy other examples of van Meckenem*s 
work, it was still incomplete without this rare and 
unusual portrait. H. P. R. 

Notes 

Dr. Arthur Fairbanks. Director of the 
Museum, will be absent during the summer on 
special leave. 

Mr. FitzRoy Carrington. Curator of Prints, 
sailed on May II for a summer of study at the 
British Museum. Mr. Carrington will represent 
this Museum at the meeting of the Museums Asso- 
ciation of England, to be held at Winchester 
July 6 to 8. 

Dr. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy. Keeper 
of Indian Art, has been given leave of absence for 
the year beginning June I . Dr. Coomaraswamy 
will visit Japan, Java and India in the interest of 
the Museum and for study. It is believed that valu- 
able acquisitions may be the result of his journey. 

At the Invitation of the Trustees, Mr. Jay 
Hambidge spoke in the Museum on the evening 
of May 13 upon the discoveries in the field of 
design to which he has given the name ** Dynamic 
Symmetry." The talk was illustrated by lantern 
slides devoted to the geometrical basis of Mr. Ham- 
bidge's theories and to works of art illustrating them. 

The Exhibition of Handicrafts of the Old 
World, arranged at the suggestion of the National 
Civic Federation, closed on May I 6. The thanks 
of the Museum are due to the Committee of the 
Women's Section of the New England Department, 
under the Honorary Chairmanship of Mrs. Nathaniel 
Thayer and the Chairmanship of Mrs. Livingston 
Cushing, which was active in gathering the objects 
displayed. The exhibition met with gratifying suc- 
cess. During the five weeks that it lasted the 
average daily attendance was 285. On the last 
afternoon a program of Russian folk songs was ren- 
dered by Mr. Sergei Adamsky. 

A Special Exhibition of the work done by 
children from five to fourteen, under the direction of 
Miss Kallen, Miss Meehan and Miss Greenberg, 
was held in the Water-color Room of the Evans 
Galleries May 22 to June 4. It may safely be 
said that few visitors were prepared for the beauty 
of some of these designs, for the originality of many 
more, and for the capacity displayed in all of them. 
Miss Kallen has been asked by the Zionist 
Organization of America, in pursuance of a request 
from the Board of Education in Palestine, to devote 
the next two years to superintending similar work 
among the children of Palestine, and expects to 
leave for her new field in the late summer. Miss 
Kallen*s work will be continued here by Miss 
Greenberg and Miss Meehan. 
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The Jaffrey House 

IN acquiring portions of the interior fittings of the 
Jaffrey house, in Portsmouth, the Museum has 
taken an important step toward a collection of the 
decorative art of the Colonial period in this country. 
The actual rooms in which the furniture, utensils and 
ornaments of the period were used form their most 
appropriate background in a Museum. Besides the 
portions of the Jaiffrey house acquired by purchase, 
a stairway received by gift and an interior received 
on loan will be used for this purpose. The stairway 
is the gift of Miss Marian R. Case in behalf of the 
grandchildren of Moses Williams, and the room came 
from the Penney-Hallett House, built early in the 
nineteenth century, and has been loaned by the Soci- 
ety for the Preservation of New England Antiquities. 

The Jaffrey house was built in I 730 by George 
Jaffrey, Jr. ( 1 683- 1 749), who graduated from Har- 
vard in I 702 and became Treasurer of the Province 
of New Hampshire and Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court. He was the son of George Jaffrey, mer- 
chant and ship-owner (born Newbury, 1 637 ; died 
Portsmouth, I 706). The house became later the 
home of George Jaffrey, 3rd ( I 7 1 6- 1 802), and 
was bequeathed by him to his nephew, George 
Jaffrey Jeffries of Boston (I 799-1856), on condi- 
tion that the beneficiary should drop his surname 
and come to Portsmouth to live in the Jaffrey house, 
following no profession but that of gentleman. 

The house is an early example in the Georgian 
manner, showing the adaptation of English contem- 
porary style, but expressed in wood, the material 
most easily obtained in the Colonies. It is the earliest 
eighteenth century house of wood in Portsmouth, 
and dates but ten years later than the famous Warner 
house, which was built of brick believed to have been 
imported. The house has been neglected, and its 
exterior has suffered especially. There were rooms 
of excellent panelling, and with the fine stairway 
these have been removed and will be set up in the 
Museum whenever proper accommodations can be 
provided. E. J. H. 



